Fetal growth restriction is associated with reduced FasL expression by decidual cells.
The Fas-Fas ligand (FasL) system contributes to immune tolerance at the feto-maternal site and has been ascribed a role in implantation and placental development by regulating trophoblast invasion and spiral artery remodelling. In the present study, we have examined FasL expression in decidual tissue from pregnancies with impaired placental development. Women with pre-eclampsia (PE) and/or fetal growth restriction (FGR) were enrolled as cases (n=33), and women with normal pregnancies were used as controls (n=27). Decidua basalis tissue was obtained by vacuum suction of the placental bed after delivery. FasL expression by extravillous trophoblasts (EVTs) and decidual cells (DeCs), together with EVT apoptosis, were assessed by immunohistochemistry. Levels of soluble FasL in maternal serum and apoptosis-related gene expression in decidual tissue were determined. The proportion of FasL-expressing DeCs was high in controls (72.0+/-10.2%), with a significant reduction among cases (58.1+/-19.7%; p=0.002), especially in those with FGR (54.3+/-19.9%; p<0.001). EVTs had a lower proportion of FasL expression than DeCs, with a less pronounced reduction in cases compared to controls (10.9+/-3.9 and 8.3+/-4.0%, respectively; p=0.02). Decidual FasL expression correlated with placental growth. The EVT apoptosis rate did not differ between cases and controls (1.1+/-1.9 and 1.1+/-1.3%, respectively). These findings indicate a reduction of immune privilege in decidua of PE/FGR pregnancies by reduced FasL expression and that DeCs may have a central role in the Fas-FasL-based feto-maternal immune balance.